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THE PRESS LOOKS AT THE PROBLEM OF RECONCILING THE
MEETING OF ENERGY DEMANDS WITH ENVIRONMENTAL
PROTECTION:
AN AMERICAN REPORTER'S PERSPECTIVE
Emilia Askarit
I called Peter a little while ago to discuss this presentation so I could
figure out what I was going to say in my remarks. A few minutes into the
conversation, it became obvious to me that Peter had had some bad
experiences with the media. Indeed, in his role at the head of ABB and in
some of his other positions, he had developed some opinions of the media
that were not entirely flattering. I briefly considered canceling. Then I said,
no, I promised Mr. King I would be here.
It is my opinion that it is always best, if possible, to face this kind of a
forum and enjoy some kind of a dialogue with both critics and consumers of
the media to increase understanding of the obstacles that we face as
journalists and, hopefully, to convey to you a better understanding of what I
do, and to make me a better journalist in the process. So I did not develop
heart problems or some severe throat disease or something.
Peter suggested that one of the things I might want to talk about is the
press' view of different kinds of energy sources, like the press' view of
hydropower or its view of nuclear power or of fossil fuels. I am sorry, but I
really cannot do that because, as just an individual journalist, there is no way
I can speak on behalf of an entire industry. I think that, as consumers of
news, you all know there is a wide range of media outlets, and each one has
its own target audience. Believe me, each outlet is very conscious of who is
in its audience and it responds by catering to that audience. We have focus
groups, we have potential reader surveys, and (this is something that the
reporters in the newsroom chafe at and resist) we are told that people are
interested in this kind of news or that kind of news, and we do try to cater to
those interests as much as possible
Just to give you some perspective, the Detroit Free Press is part of the
second-largest chain of newspapers in the country' and it is the fifteenth
t Reporter, Detroit Free Press. B.A., Brown University; M.A., Columbia University.
Additional biographical information available at page ix.
1 The Detroit Free Press is a subsidiary of Knight Ridder Inc., a San Jose, California-
based communications company that operates more than 30 daily newspapers throughout the
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largest paper in the country now. 2 I am not sure where we rank because we
have been slipping because of a strike that cost us a third of our circulation.3
According to surveys, news related to the environment or to energy is
simply not the kind of news that people want from a daily newspaper in the
United States. Even if they are interested in it, they want it framed as
consumer-oriented news, such as, say, tips on how to save energy. So very
frequently at a newspaper like mine (with Earth Day coming up in a few days
now), we have someone writing a story with "news you can use" about
conservation, environmental labeling, and how to interpret that label when
you go to purchase something.
As consumers of news, you all understand that there is a very big
difference between the national media and a local newspaper or, say, an
alternative newspaper and a TV station, so you cannot expect to get the same
quality and depth of coverage from all those different outlets. You really
cannot criticize the smaller ones for not doing a better job because the market
is simply not large enough to pay for that. Collecting news and having
people who specialize in covering a particular kind of news is very
expensive. I know that there are quire a few newspapers from around the
country that are not making as much money as Wall Street wants them to
make, and their staffs are being cut. Although, at a newspaper like mine, we
do have somebody who specializes in reporting on the environment, most
newspapers will not spend the money that it takes to bring in other
specialists. Would my newspaper hire somebody who specializes in reporting
on energy issues? No.
So the result is that the person who writes about the environment covers
everything, from oil spills to climate change, from air pollution to forestry
issues, and sometimes even just outdoors-y kinds of issues. It is a very broad
and interesting topic area, so you cannot expect that reporter to have the
depth of knowledge that you all do about energy issues, but I do assure you
that the reporter in that job is there not because they want to earn a lot of
money (if that were the case, they should have gone to law school.). The
reporter is not there because it was the only job he or she could find (you
know, they majored in English, so they could not do anything else). That is
certainly not the case. Staffs are being cut nationwide. It is actually very
competitive to get a good job in journalism, and the person who has that job
probably has what my professor at journalism school at Columbia termed a
United States. See Knight Ridder: About, at http://www.kri.com (last visited June 10, 2002).2 The Free Press is ranked seventeenth in circulation amongst all dailies in the U.S. See
100 Largest U.S. Newspapers, at http://www.freep.comjobspage/links/toplOO.htm (last
visited June 10, 2002).
3 See John Gallagher, Papers Trying to Win Back Readers, DET. FREE PRESs, Dec. 19,
2000, at IC.
[Vol. 28:183
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"fire in the belly." The person who has that job wants to make a difference
in society, enjoys writing, talking to people, and investigating stories - but, in
reality, he or she is in this business to try and play an important role in
democracy, to inform the public and to try to hold accountable those public
figures who need that kind of oversight. It can be a very fun job. I enjoy it a
lot.
Nevertheless - in these days, especially - you do not get a lot of respect.
Nobody thinks that the media is on their side. If a group of heads of NGOs
were on a panel to talk about the media's coverage of energy issues, they
would roundly criticize the journalist on the panel or the media in general for
not doing a good enough job; they certainly do not feel that the media are on
their side. The same would be true of bureaucrats in government, as well as
for people in industry. As a journalist you learn to take that criticism, learn
what you can from it, try to share some thoughts and educate people about
the constraints that we face, and try not to take the complaints personally.
We used to say in journalism that we tried to be "objective" when we
reported stories. That word has fallen out of favor. Now, we like to say that
we try to be "fair," because we recognize that we come from different
backgrounds with lots of perspectives and personal biases and we try not to
deny that. There is a strong ethic in journalism of trying to be fair; unless
there are severe constraints of time, every journalist working on a story on a
particular issue will at least try to get comments from all parties involved,
whether they be from the corporate world, from government, or from the
scientific community. Although I am barraged with news releases from the
NGO and corporate communities, as well from government, and a few from
academia, I try to generate most of my ideas for stories myself.
It is true that one definition of "news" is something that someone does not
want you to know. Therefore, a controversy is more likely to attract media
attention than when things are going smoothly. Anything involving public
funds, of course, attracts a lot more attention and scrutiny from me and other
journalists because the misuse of public funds is a really an interesting kind
of story. As such, in-depth explanatory journalism has its price: sadly, it is
rarely front-page news.
In terms of my own energy perspective, I have covered many different
kinds of energy issues over the ten years. However, I recently shifted from
the environment beat to public health because it was just too hard to get those
environment stories on the front page. I found that if I wanted to attack the
same kind of story that I did as an environmental reporter but labeled it as a
health story instead, it got a better response from the editors. Furthermore, it
seemed to be a good pivot for me, and we have another reporter covering the
environment now.
One of the most important energy stories I have covered over the years in
Detroit is climate change and the auto industry's role in that problem. It is
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the kind of story that is very, very difficult for media to cover because it is
such a creeping story. It does not involve an "event," so it is difficult to get
that news "peg" that will get an article on global warming the attention it
deserves. However, for Earth Day, I did a story for our children's section
about climate change, and we know lot of people beside kids read the
children's section.
I think that, from my perspective, the only thing I will really say about the
topic area of energy and environment is that I think that kind of change is
going to be an overall umbrella, and that its importance will increase in the
future. I look forward to your questions.
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